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Chuckles the Clown 


Author's Notes: 


So. This is probably not what the wisher had in mind, but since there was no prompt specified, I'll admit that | 
took advantage of the opportunity to expand on an idea that's been bouncing around in my brain for the last 
four years. The character of Chuckles was originally inspired by an incident at the Florida State Fair. However, 
his dialogue and mannerisms are an homage to the late, great John Dunsworth (RIP, Mr. Lahey) of Trailer Park 
Boys fame. | was even tempted to make this story a IPB crossover, but the timelines would have conflicted, 
so | settled for a few fan-servicey references instead. Couldn't help myself! 


Takes place sometime in Metallica's pre-Kill ‘Em All days. 


"I told you, we don't wanna play. Now fuck off!" 


"Whoa-ho-H0!" The man in the cage throws his head back as he laughs, sweat-melted makeup dripping 
grotesquely down his wrinkly, whiskery throat. "Eeeeeasy there, Blondie. You kiss your girlfriend with that filthy 


mouth?" 
"Are you deaf?" James shoots back. "Cause I'll say it fucking louder if you didn't hear me." 


A woman walking by with a stroller gives them a disgusted look, and Lars elbows his bandmate in the ribs. Not 
that James seems to notice. Or care. 


"Wanna shut me up? Three dollars gets you five balls--" 

Don't do it, Lars thinks as he watches James’ fingertips inch toward his back pocket. 

"--five chances to drop Ol Chuckles here straight into the drink" 

Even Lars has to stop himself from taking the bait and tossing a comeback at that one. Olt Chuckles looks like 
he's taken a header into plenty of drinks already. Just not the kind sloshing around in the plexiglass tank 
beneath his oversized rubber shoes. 

"No thanks, dickhead." 

"Aww, c'mon, Pretty Boy. You look like someone who really knows how to handle his balls." Another loud, 
wheezing cackle. Another clang of the battered steel cage as its occupant slaps the bars in amusement. "Tell 
ya what. I'll have Randy there throw in an extra ball for free.” 

The fat carny manning the prize booth barely bothers looking up from the cheeseburger he's busy devouring. 
James, on the other hand, has his arm cocked back like a gunfighter. Only its his wallet he's about to draw. 


Before Lars can warn him that its a rip-off, an obvious scam, the clown pipes up again. 


"Okay, then. Two extra balls! That's seven shots for three measly dollars. Seven chances to win somethin’ 


pretty for your little girlfriend there." 
"What did you fucking say?" 
"James--" 


‘Oh, my mistake." The black-ringed eyes widen with glee and the painted lips pull back into a sneer, revealing a 


mouth full of yellow, tobacco ravaged teeth. "| meant your little boyfriend" 
Lars catches James by the back of the shirt. "Just leave it alone." 


"Wasn't sure at first with that mustache and those hairy legs," Chuckles blathers on, "but then | remembered 


we're in San Francisco. Hard to tell the difference with all these hippie girls and lesbos running around!" 


James' mouth twists into a scowl. The hand unoccupied by a beer clenches into a fist. 


"Do you even haaaaaaaave a girlfriend, Blondie? Easy enough to get one if not. All ya need's a razor and a little 
pink dress for Thumbelina there." 


"That's it!" James slams the beer in one swallow and throws the plastic cup on the ground. "Get ready to eat 
shit, asshole!" 


The clown bugs out his eyes in mock panic, flailing his arms dramatically as James stalks toward the booth. 
"Ooooooh, look out! I'm in trouble now!" 

Fuckin’ right you are." 

"The hell are you doing?" Lars hisses. 

"What's it look like?" 

He watches James fish three crumpled bills from his wallet. Resists the urge to slap his best friend upside 
the head as James presses the money into the carny's greasy ketchup-smeared palm. Money that James 
claimed to be saving for pretzels and funnel cake. He even refused a ride on the Ferris wheel because he 
wanted to have enough cash to eat. Now suddenly he wants to blow it on a rigged game? All because some 
stupid clown won't stop heckling them? 


"Looks like you're being an idiot, is what!" 


Behind them, Chuckles makes some crack about a lover's quarrel. Lars ignores him. So does James--but only 


because he's too busy trying to corral the seven baseballs that Randy dumped on the counter in front of him. 
"Did you even hear me?" 

"Yeah, | heard you," James grunts. "Now will you fucking move?" 

Lars plants his feet. 

| thought you didn't want to play." 

| didn't, but." he glares at the cage out of the corner of his eye. "Just one round, okay? That's all." 

"You're wasting your time." 

"No l'm not" 


"And you're wasting your money. This shit's bogus, l'm telling you.” 


"You heard the man," their nemesis taunts. "Move that cute little butt of yours outta the way so he can have 


his turn at the mound." 

Lars moves, but only because James looks ready to shove him aside if he doesn't. 

Fine. Whatever. Let him blow his cash if he wants to. Let him find out the hard way the game is fixed. 
Hopefully he'll figure it out the first time the ball hits the target and the chair doesn't drop. Then Lars can 
say “told you so." Then maybe they can finally ride the damn Ferris wheel in peace. 

Or not. 

The first pitch misses the target by almost a foot. 

"Steeee-rike one!" 

The second is barely an inch closer. 

"Steeee-rike two!" 

"Shut up, dick!" 

"Already told ya. There's only one way to shut OF Chuckles up!" 

Yeah, Lars thinks. A heart attack. Or a liquor bottle upside the head. Because there's no way the painted target 
on the front of that cage is hooked up to anything connected to the chair inside. He wonders if the people 
running this carnival even bother checking. Doubtful. They're probably in on the whole scam to begin with. 
Another empty clang of ball against wire. 

"Strike three!" Chuckles gleefully shouts. "Good thing this ain't a real ballgame or you'd be--" 

CLANG! 

‘If you're gonna throw like a girl, maybe you should step back Give Thumbelina a shot." 


Lars uncrosses one of his arms to flip the bird. 


"Awww, whatsa matter?" The clown's red painted lip juts out in a feigned pout. "Someone's wittle feewings get 


hurt?" 


The next pitch hits the cage so hard that several of the onlookers flinch. Not Chuckles, though. That miserable 


fucker is either too wasted to care or he's pissed off so many people over the years that nothing phases him 


any more. 
If only the same were true of James. 

‘lm not kidding, asswad. You need to shut the hell up and leave him alone!" 
"Wasn't referring to him," Chuckles sneers. 


CLANG! 


The ball ricochets off one of the steel beams and bounces right back to James, who swipes it up and cocks his 
arm without a second thought. 


"Hey, no throw-backs!" the carny snaps. 

"Let him have it, Rand. Poor spaz obviously needs all the help he can get." 

James huffs through his sun-reddened nostrils and lobs the ball again. It hits the water tank with a dull thud. 
Chuckles shakes his head mournfully, as if the throw was so pathetically bad that he decided to spare the 
insult. 

"Only one left," he teases. 

"Yeah, thanks, | can fucking count." 

"Try to concentrate this time." 

"Eat my ass." 

The clown points toward Lars. "Ain't that his job?" 

And there it goes. That last desperate pitch. A fastball this time. It strikes the edge of the wooden target with 
a crack like a gunshot. Lars feels his mouth drop open in surprise--James actually hit the damn thing!--and 
elated anticipation as he waits for the splash. 

Which never comes. 

"Strike eight!" Chuckles bellows from his fully upright chair. "YER OUT! 


"Like hell | aml" 


This time Lars catches James by the arm and latches on with both hands. 


"No fucking way, man. You saw that ball hit the target. You ALL saw it, right?" Lars surveys the onlookers 
before pointing his finger at the clown's gloating face. "Including you" 


"| saw nothing of the sort," comes the smug reply. 
"Liar!" 


"Listen here, young lady..err, man. Doesn't matter what | did or did not see. The fact that l'm not swimming 
right now proves your boyfriend can't throw for shit. Now maybe you'd like to step up here and--" 


“All it proves is that this game is rigged. Just like | said." 
The carny gives a tired sigh. "It's not rigged" 


"Bullshit" Lars lets go of James with one hand to point again at the front of the cage. "You were right here. 
You had to see that ball hit the edge of the target." 


"Doesn't count if it just hits the edge--" 
"You tell ‘em, Randy!" 
"--it has to hit square in the middle." 


"Bullshit," Lars insists again, even though the resignation in Randy's voice makes him sound a lot more credible 


than the sneering old nutjob in the dunk tank. "If that's true, you should say so up front’ 
"Can't 

"Why the hell not?" 

"Not s'posed to give people hints. Kinda ruins the game and all” 

Lars rolls his eyes. "You know what else ruins the game?" 

"Yeah," James grunts. "Drunk ass pervert clowns who need their fucking asses kicked" 
"That, and targets that aren't hooked up to the chair. 

"Dude. Im telling you, its hooked up. The game works” 

"Oh yeah? When?" 


"Like an hour ago. Some little kid hit the target dead-on" Randy gestures toward the occupant of the cage. 


"See? His pants are still wet" 

"Probably got trashed and pissed himself" 

Randy gives them a look that says well, youre not wrong there, but steps back and crosses his arms defiantly. 
"Don't believe me? Try another round." 

"Fuckin: A, | will." 

"James, man, I'm not gonna let you waste your--" 


But the wallet is already out. And James manages to yank his sweaty arm from his drummer's grasp before 


Lars even finishes the warning. He slaps three singles onto the rickety counter. "Let's go.’ 

Lars shakes his head in exasperation as Randy pockets the bills and brings out five more balls. 

James frowns. "Where're the other two?" 

"Its five for three bucks, remember?" 

"That's right!" barks a familiar voice. "Losers don't get extra balls!" 

"Whatever." 

Whatever indeed. Lars seriously considers walking away right now. Leaving his friend behind to keep getting 
heckled and going off to ride the Ferris wheel by himself. Why not, if James insists on being a shitbrain? The 


hell's he trying to prove anyway? There aren't any hot girls in the immediate crowd. Nobody who gives any 
hint of recognizing them from their local gigs. No pressure to show off in front of their fans. So what, then? 


Pride. 
That's the only plausible explanation Lars can come up with. James and his stupid fucking macho pride. 


CLANG! 


"Jesus," Lars mutters amid the clown's cackle and James' profane reply. Chuckles was right. James really can't 
throw worth a damn 


Another clang, this time accompanied by some half-hearted encouragement from the bystanders. 


Its gotta suck, Lars admits. Gotta be embarrassing. James used to play baseball in high school. He's 


legitimately good at this shit. Or at least he usually is. Right now he's hot and sweaty and beer‘d up and 


probably dehydrated from all the alcohol and sun.but that's no different than being onstage. If James can play 
guitar like a fucking boss under those same conditions, why is he suddenly off his game at some lame carnival 
where all he has to do is hit a target with a ball from twelve feet away? 


"C'monnnn, Nancy Boy. You can do it.” Chuckles leans forward in the chair, polka-dot clad arms outstretched 
and his gnarled hands clasping the front of the cage. "Eleventh time's the charm!" 


CLANG! 
The clown screams as James’ fastball smashes his fingertips to bits. 


Or rather, it would have if he hadn't yanked his hand back just in time. The sound Lars heard was merely the 
familiar empty reverb of steel mesh. And the scream? More like a mocking whoop, just like Chuckles is making 


now as he wiggles his uninjured fingers triumphantly. 

Wishful thinking. 

"Wooo00-WEE! That was a good one! Too bad you weren't aiming for my fingers!" 
"Who says | wasn't?" James snaps back. 


The bystanders chuckle at the retort, some of them "ooh"-ing appreciatively and shooting Chuckles phony 
ominous glares. Chuckles plays right along. Guzzles up the jeers and attention like cheap whiskey. Licks his 
painted lips as if the crowd's disgust was the very nourishment keeping him alive. He leans further in the 
chair. Hunches down so that when his fingers poke out the steel mesh once more, they're on either side of the 


painted target. 


"Well, go on then. Give your buddy Chuckles here the ol knuckleballl" He erupts into a peal of wheezing laughter 


at his own pun. "If you miss, you might just manage to dunk me anyway!" 
"Yeah, you need a fucking bath, you dirty old prick." 


James plants his feet and winds up as the onlookers chant his name. Lars feels hope swell in his chest for a 


split second before the ball goes flying.. 
„and hits the plexiglass tank with another dull thud 


"Steeee-rike twelve!" Chuckles waggles his fingertips again. Drums them against the edges of the wooden 
target. "Right here, son. Aim for the fingers. Or hell! Try closing your eyes this time. Not like you could miss 


any worse than you already have!" 


The crowd keeps on chanting. The clown keeps on cackling. James glances over his shoulder at Lars, teeth still 
gritted in righteous anger but his eyes shimmering with.what? Lars can't tell for sure before his friend turns 


back around, but it almost looked like tears. 

No, Lars thinks, despite the reflexive lump in his own throat. No way. James would never cry over something 
like this. Not some bogus carnival game. Not some loudmouth clown who's only heckling them so he'll keep 
forking over cash. It was probably just sweat in his eyes. 

James swipes an arm across his face. Lars feels another tug in his chest. 

Just sweat, he tells himself. 

That's all. 

"Whaddya waitin’ for, crybaby?" 

CLANG! 

This time the onlookers erupt in protest, filling the air with boos and curses and accusing Chuckles of 
distracting James on purpose. One demands a free retry. Another hurls an empty soda can at the cage. Lars 
can barely hear the clown's retorts over the noise of the crowd. Not that he's even listening. He's too busy 
watching James do exactly what Lars expected him to do: rip open his wallet, yank out the last remaining 
dollar, haggle with Randy at the booth, and then stalk back toward his bandmate with his palm outstretched. 
"| need two bucks, man" 

Lars clamps a protective hand over his back pocket. "Why?" 

"That fat fuck wouldn't give me another ball. Says it's full price or nothing." 

"No, | mean why do you keep doing this shit?" 


"Because | was really close that time!" 


"So what?" He points at the booth. "Look, they don't even have any decent prizes. It's all stuffed clowns and 
teddy bears and crap. Who cares if--" 


"Fuck the prizes," James growls. "I just wanna see that fucker go down" 
"Why? Because he called you a crybaby?" 
"No, ‘cause he..never mind. Just gimme the two bucks." 


Lars swats the hand reaching for his wallet. "Forget it." 


‘C'mon, man, | promise I'll pay you back." 

"No way." 

James reaches again toward his drummer's pocket, only to be shoved back hard enough to stumble over his 
discarded beer cup. The crowd "ooh"-s as if anticipating a fight. Chuckles whistles and slaps the cage with his 
palm. 

"You two queers wanna play grab-ass? Go ride the Tunnel of Love." 

"Fuck off!" they shout in unison 

"And watch your language. This here's a faaaaaamily carnival." 

"Then you better shut your dirty mouth before | shut it for you." 

"How ya gonna do that if you can't pitch your way out of a wet paper bag?" 

"Fuckin! punch it, is how!" 

"That's cheating," Randy protests, as if that pathetic warning might somehow stop James from stalking toward 
the target with his fist raised. The only one who could manage that is Lars--and only when he throws himself 
full force against James and locks his fists around his friend's elbows. 

"Knock it off before they kick us out!" 

"Listen to your boyfriend, Blondie. He's obviously smarter than he looks." 

"Ignore him," Lars insists before James can open his mouth again. "And quit giving them your money. If you 
wanna play a game that badly, we can go back to the shooting range. At least--" he stops himself just in time 
from saying you're actually good at that one, "--we know that one's not rigged" 

‘Only if | can take that rifle and shoot Fuckles here right between the eyes." 

Their nemesis snorts. 

"He'd go straight to jail. Wouldn't he, Rand?" 


"Sure would." 


‘Oh, but they'd love him in there." The clowr's lips part in a lecherous grin, sunlight glistening off his moist 
yellow canines. "That looooong flowing hair. That pretty mouth. Can you imagine?" 


Lars plants his feet and tightens his fists as James struggles in his grasp. 
"| would ask if he'd be pitching or catching, but | think we all know the answer to that!" 


Chuckles erupts into another shrill, wheezing cackle. A few of the onlookers snicker right along with him. Others 


start booing and throwing litter at the cage. "Man, you're a real sicko," one of them sneers. 


"Ooooh..you hear that, Blondie? Got some competition here. Better grab that cash from your boyfriend before 
this guy steals your turn!" 


"Fuck this," James mutters. He wrenches himself from the drummer's grasp and, to Lars’ surprise, trudges 
off in the opposite direction 


"Where are you going?" 
"Take a leak." 


Lars follows suit, feeling the tension flow from his body as Chuckles’ parting taunts evaporate into the buzz of 
the crowd. He waits until James joins the line for the port-o-crappers before scurrying to the nearest food 


wagon. 


Eleven bucks. That's what he finds when he opens his wallet to pay for the pretzels and beer. Talk about a 
close call. Had James actually gotten into Lars' pocket back there, he would've had enough cash for four more 
rounds at the dunk tank. Four more rounds. That's twenty balls! Twenty more chances for James to humiliate 
himself while Fucky the Drunk Clown laughs his perverted ass off from the safety of his cage. Not that James 
would last that long. He'd probably lose his shit after two missed pitches and go after Chuckles himself. Punch 
the wooden target. Punch out Randy for intervening. End up with a broken hand. Maybe even a trip to jail 
Either way, they'd be minus a rhythm guitarist for fuck-knows how long and the responsibility would fall on 


Lars to find a replacement. All because James let some creep in a cheap clown suit get under his skin. 
Plus Dave would never let either of them live it down. 


Lars shakes his head as he watches the cashier pour the beer. To think he'd been relieved when Dave declined 
his invitation to the carnival in favor of staying home, smoking weed, and playing Atari. Thought it meant a 
peaceful, leisurely day free of fights or embarrassment. The irony is downright laughable. Especially considering 
that Dave--fucking Dave Mustaine of all people!--would've kept his cool better than James back there. Dave 
would never have even bothered with Chuckles. An old man in a cage. Not worth a flip of the bird, let alone a 


barrage of baseballs. 
Pretty sad when your batshit guitarist has more self control than your best friend. 


That's why Lars stuffs his five remaining dollars into his sock when he sees the familiar blond head weaving 
back through the crowd. He can't trust James not to take advantage and raid his wallet while his hands are 


occupied by snacks. Snacks that he hopes will distract from any lingering grudge toward a certain clown If need 
be, he'll lie about not having any more money. Force James to accept defeat. They'll have to walk past the 


Ferris wheel to leave the fairgrounds, and maybe-- 
"Fuck yeah! Check it out!" 
No need to even look at what James is waving in his hand. That shit-eating grin says it all 


"You are such a dick," Lars sighs as the bills are shoved in his face a second later. "What'd you do, pick 


someone's pocket?" 

"Sold that mood ring." 

The mood ring James won at the shooting range. The one he picked out specifically as a gift for his sister. 
"Sold it to who?" 

"Some chick standing in line for the bathroom." 

"Jesus." 

"What?" 

Lars shoves the beer into James’ hand. "This is such bullshit." 

"The hell's your problem?" 

"You are! You and your stupid clown obsession You're like fucking Ahab chasing the white whale.’ 

"Who?" 

"Moby Dick, you dumbass." 

"What's that got to do with the clown?" 

"Never mind." 

He scoops up the pretzels and beer and turns to walk away when James catches him by the elbow. Beer 
sloshes down the front of Lars’ shirt. He's tempted to throw the rest onto James but opts to chug it instead. 


Someone's gotta be the bigger man here. 


"Listen," James says, "I know you're pissed, but it's three dollars. One more game. That's all | need” 


"Right" 

"| can do it this time." 

Lars chucks the cup into the trash. "Famous last words." 
"| just." 


The look in James' eyes is the only thing that stops Lars from stomping off toward the Ferris wheel without 
him. It's the same look he saw when James glanced over his shoulder before that last failed pitch. 


"Just what?" 
"Nothing." 
"Fuck, man, will you just say it already?" 


"Fine," James huffs, but then he trails off again, staring into the plastic cup as if searching for the right 
words or the (liquid) courage to say them. He blinks. Chews at the corner of his lip. Shakes his head and sighs. 


"James?" 
"I just fucking hate it when people say shit about you." 
"What, you mean like--?" 


"Yeah. Like that fuckhead in the cage." The cup crackles as James’ fingers clench around it. "Where the hell 
does he get off talking like that?" 


Part of Lars wants to laugh his ass off. Like seriously-- thats what James is freaking out over? Someone 
calling his best friend names? Another part of him wants to smack James upside the head for the same 
reason. They're not five years old They're nineteen They're grown fucking men Sticks and stones and however 
else that saying goes. And yet another part knows that would only hurt James’ feelings and make things worse. 
The same part responsible for the tug in his chest and the lump in his throat. Lars has to take a gulp of 


James' beer before he can even talk around it. 
"That's his job, dude." 
"Still crossed the fuckin’ line." 


Lars takes another sip, trying to imagine what Cliff would say right now. Cliff, who opted to spend the day at 


the beach with his girlfriend. He always did have more common sense than the rest of them put together. 


"You don't get people to spend money throwing balls at you by being nice," Lars goes on. "That's all he cares 
about. Making money. And getting drunk. And maybe luring kids into his van or getting his wrinkly old dick 
sucked by that asshole in the booth." 

"What's your point?" 


"That it's nothing personal! Okay? | guarantee you he's back there saying the exact same crap to everyone else 


who walks by." 

"You don't get it" 

"No, YOU don't get it!" Lars rakes a hand through his sweaty hair, regretting his choice of words but refusing 
to apologize or back down. James obviously needs to hear this. "What's gonna happen when Metallica takes off? 
When we start making albums and going on tour? You think everyone's gonna love us all the time? That fame 

will be this endless fuckin’ parade of sunshine and flowers and pussy and five star reviews?" 

James grits his teeth and looks away. 

"Huh?" Lars prompts. "Is that what you think?" 


"Course not. But--" 


"Then you better get used to it. We won't get anywhere if you try to beat up every clown who talks shit 
about the band." 


"I'm not talking about the band. I'm talking about you" 
Lars doesn't know what to say. 


"And | know | can't do anything about those other clowns, but | might be able to do something about this one. 


l'm sure as fuck gonna try!" 

He stomps off again, empty beer cup hitting the dust in his wake. 

Lars follows. What else can he do? He can't just abandon his best friend in the middle of a crowded carnival. 
Can't leave James to the mercy of the sun and the alcohol and his stubborn, misguided righteousness. Not 
when he was the one who brought James here to begin with. 


Not when he's the one James insists on fighting for. 


"Well, well, welll" crows a familiar voice as they approach the steel cage once more. "Lookie here, Rand. If it 


isn't our two favorite--" 


‘Save your breath." James slaps the money onto the counter. "You'll need it when you're underwater in a 


second." 
"Only way that'll happen is if | doze off waiting for you to hit that target.” 
‘Surprised you haven't already, you fucking lush." 


Chuckles leans forward and presses his face to the mesh, batting his eyelids grotesquely. "Just couldn't stay 


away, could ya, Blondie?" 
"Couldn't let you keep stinking this place up." 


"Isn't that sweet?" the clown mocks. "Thinkin! about me this whole time. Your boyfriend's distraction skills must 


leave a lot to be desired" 

"Likewise." 

Randy rolls his eyes. "You gonna play or what?" 

"Yeah, hotshot. Gonna strut around like a prize cock all day, or are ya actually gonna try and hit this thing?" 
BAMI 

A solid hit to the plexiglass tank, right below the target. 

"Deja vu all over again!" 

"Fuck off. l'm just getting warmed up." 

‘Listen to Mister Confident over here. Tunnel of Love must've done you some good." 
James draws back again. "Take a nice deep breath, asshole." 

"That what you said to Thumbelina in the dark back there?" 

CLANG! 


"Steeee-rike twol" Chuckles makes a show of peering up and down the midway. "Thought your cheerleaders 


would be back by now. Oh well. At least some people know when to give up." 


Lars watches James’ jaw clench. He recognizes the motion all too well. James is gritting his teeth, tensing up, 
losing his cool and breaking his own concentration. It's exactly what happened last time. Lars almost can't bear 


to watch. 


"Come on, man. You can do it.” 

He's surprised at the calmness of his voice. Even more surprised at the way James’ body relaxes at the sound 
of it. His jaw un-clenches. His knuckles go from white to their usual sunburned pink His arm draws back 
smoothly and-- 

CLANG! 

Fuck. 

"Whatsa matter, Blondie? Got a cramp? Or did you sprain those fingers jerkin’ your boyfriend off?" 

James' reddened face contorts into a snarl. 


"That's it, cocksucker. You're fuckin’ dead!" 


Lars catches his friend by the wrist just in time. He pries the ball from James’ fingers, loosened by the 


element of surprise, and stomps toward the cage. 


"Go ahead," he shouts over the deranged cackling. "Laugh it up. Keep talking shit. Whatever it takes to distract 


yourself from what a lonely pathetic loser you really are." 


The clown widens his eyes in mock illumination. "Oooohhh. Listen to Sigmund Fraud over here. Think ya got 


Chuckles allllll figured out, don'tcha?" 
"Drunk old man in a clown suit. That says it all right there." 


"So what?" Chuckles spreads his arms as if prove he long ago ran out of fucks to give. "Just gonna stand 


there and call me out, or ya gonna put your money where your mouth is? And | don't mean Blondie's pecker." 
‘Lars, gimme the ball." 

He sidesteps James and ignores Randy's protests as he steps up to the cage. Tries not to smirk as Chuckles 
reflexively clutches the seat of his chair. That, plus a sideways glance at the wooden target, tells Lars 
everything he needs to know. 

"Not my turn," he whispers. " Yet" 


James snatches the ball from his hand. "| told you. This fucker's mine." 


"Aww, don't be greedy. Plenty of Olt Chuckles here for both you ladies.” 


The clown throws him a lecherous wink, but Lars ignores it. His gaze has fallen instead on something lying in 
the weeds shadowed by Randy's booth. He clamps a pretzel in his mouth to stifle the grin and walks calmly 
back behind the line where the crowd of onlookers has reconvened. Seems Chuckles spoke too soon. 


"You can do it, James!" shouts one of the girls. "Dunk the clown!" 


"Dunk the clown" her boyfriend echoes. Immediately the rest begin chanting in unison and pumping their fists. 
"Dunk the clown! Dunk the clown! Dunk the clown!" 


Lars closes his eyes as James positions himself for the pitch. The rhythmic chanting fades into the 
background as the target appears in his mind. Not the cage, not the clown inside it, just the brightly painted 
wooden circle suspended in darkness. He imagines standing where James is now. Imagines the ball hitting dead 
center, then rewinds the scene like a VCR tape and watches the ball fly right back into his palm. Focuses on 
the ghostly white streak left in its wake. Tries to burn it into his brain. 


"Dunk the clown! Dunk the--" 
CLANG! 


"Steeee-rike four!" Chuckles sneers, unfazed by the empty cups and food wrappers hurled by the groaning 
crowd. He pokes his fingers through the mesh, egging them on, wiggling his middle fingers mockingly as if daring 
James to smash them instead of the target. "One more shot, Blondie. Better make it count" 


"Make it count!" chants the crowd. "Make it count! Make it count!" 


Lars closes his eyes again. There it is. The target in his mind. The imaginary white streak marking its 
trajectory. He opens them to find James standing at a completely wrong angle. His arm is way too high. If he 
throws now, the ball will strike a foot above the target, just like the others. 


"Wait 


He catches James’ elbow just in time. The chanting drops to a hush, and he has to tug James down to his level 
so that he can reach his ear. Chuckles, of course, has a field day. Lars can hear him catcalling and making 
slobbery kissing noises. He tunes him out. Whispers instructions, then backs off so James can reposition 
himself. 


"Waste of time, Larsie," the clown sneers. "Your boyfriend here's a lost cause. May as well throw that last one 


yourself" 
"Only if | have to," Lars snaps back. 


The crowd whoops in encouragement and picks up their chant as James turns the ball over in his hands. Their 


volume drops slightly when he finally draws back, but the fists keep flying. 


"Dunk the clown! Dunk the clown! Dunk the clown!" 
"You're going down!" James roars. 


Lars sees it coming before the ball even leaves his friend's hand. He doesn't even have to watch to know 


where the pitch will land Too high. Only by a couple inches this time, but still too high. 
CRACK! 


It strikes the edge of the target in almost the exact same spot as before. It makes the same sharp gunshot 
sound. The target vibrates from the impact, but the mechanism behind it holds strong. 


Chuckles remains high and dry. 


"Steeee-rike five!" He points a gnarled finger at James, glowering like the world's most demented umpire. "You 


know what that means?" 

James is clenching his fists so hard that his knuckles are practically bursting their skin It's probably the only 
thing keeping him from putting one straight through the target. Certainly the only thing keeping his voice level 
right now. 

‘It means Lars was right. This game is fucking rigged" 

"Nah. Means you're out. For good this time. And you may as well stay that way and give someone else a shot. 
Judging by the smell, you can't even hit your own ass with a wad of toilet paper, let alone a target with a 
ball." 

"You're the one who stinks, Grampa!" shouts one of the onlookers. "Time to change your Depends!" 

The crowd laughs. Chuckles shakes his head, but not at them. He's wearing a mixture of pity and satisfaction 
on his grease-painted face, as if he can't quite decide whether to feel sorry for James or revel in his epic 
humiliation. So naturally he does both. 

"Truth hurts. Doesn't it, son?" He braces himself against the sides of the cage and leans forward, pressing his 
mouth to the mesh. "Now you can either stand there and cry like a litte girl or take it like a man. | know that 
second one doesn't come easy to a sissy like you, but--" 

"Go fuck yourself. You're not worth the money." 


"Hal Too bad you didn't realize that before you blew all of yours. Guess blondes really are dumb." 


James flips the bird and starts trudging away before Lars catches his sleeve. 


"Hey, man, hold up." 

He looks down at Lars with red, glistening eyes. "Why?" 

“Cause it's my turn 

"Forget it. Don't waste your fuckin’ cash." 

"im not." 

Lars pushes the pretzels into James’ hand and leaves him to blink in confusion as he strides over to the line. 
"Hey Chuckles!" 

"Well, lookie here. Speaking of little girls!" 

"Ready for that swim now?" 

The clown leans back in his chair, mouth twisted into a smirk. 

"Really think you can get me wet, Thumbelina? Those itty bitty hands of yours?" 

"You're about to find out." 

"This oughta be a laugh." Chuckles snaps his fingers. "You heard the lady, Randy. Five fresh balls!" 
"Don't need ‘em." 


And with that, he picks up the stray ball--forgotten after it ricocheted off the cage--from the weeds next to 
the booth. 


"Hey, that's cheating!" 
Lars backs away from the counter and Randy's straining arm. "So? Come over here and stop me." 


Randy stays put, arms folded and glaring, obviously realizing that Lars can throw the ball and make a run for 
it before he could even open the door to the booth. 


"Fine. But I'm not selling you assholes any more balls." 


"Like | said," Lars grins, "don't need ‘em." 


He strolls back to the line, casually tossing the baseball up and then catching it. It feels good in his hands. 
Almost exactly the size of a tennis ball. What Chuckles doesn't know is that Lars has years of practice and 
professional lessons under his sleeve. He was planning to go pro someday before the lure of starting his own 


metal band got the better of him. 


"Watch closely, ladies and gentlemen!" Chuckles waves the crowd closer. "Just when you thought nobody could 
embarrass themselves worse than Jamie over there, here comes his runty little boyfriend with a stolen ball. 


Let's give it up for Lars!" 


The onlookers chant his name. He tries not to look too excited by the sound. Not too confident. Better that 
Chuckles assume he's distracted--which was obviously his motive for riling up the crowd. There's a hush as 
Lars closes his eyes to ground himself and visualize the trajectory. Then the chanting starts up again when 
they see him positioning himself in front of the plexiglass tank. 

"Dunk the clown! Dunk the clown! Dunk the clown!" 


His eyes flick momentarily to Chuckles, who's lounging in the rickety chair with his fingers laced behind his 
head, then back to the target. He can feel James watching him. That's all he cares about, right there. Not the 
stupid clown. Not the satisfaction of winning the game. Just James. Making him proud. Seeing him smile again. 
Showing how much he appreciates James sticking up for him. 

That, and finally having a chance to ride the damn Ferris wheel. 

"Dunk the clown!" 

Dead center. That's what Randy said. You have to hit the target dead center for the mechanism to work. 
"Dunk the clown!" 


Instead of the colorful rings, Lars imagines Chuckles’ face painted on that target. Imagines those tobacco 
stained teeth right in the middle. Gleaming grotesquely in the sun. Begging to be knocked out. 


"Dunk the clown! Dunk the clown! Dunk the--" 
BANG! 


The last thing Lars sees before the chair collapses and its occupant hits the water is the panic in Chuckles’ 
eyes. 


He's pretty sure he also heard the words oh shit! right before that humongous splash. 


"YEEEEAAAH!" roars the crowd. "Lars! Lars! Lars! Lars!" 


It's almost like leaving the stage after a show, the way they swarm around him and grab his shirt and hold up 
their palms for high fives. The same electric energy in the air. The same adrenaline thrill. But Lars doesn't 
stop for a second, not even to look back at the dunk tank. All he cares about is getting back to James. 


James, who will probably kick his ass later for showing him up. 


He's standing in the exact place Lars left him. Slack jawed, blinking in disbelief, and still clutching the pretzels. 
Lars plucks his from his friend's hand and takes a big salty bite. 


"C'mon" He pats James on the back before steering him toward the midway. "Let's hit the Ferris wheel before 


the line gets too long." 


The End 


